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Abstract We are buried in documents, and more and more of these are digital. 
Concerns with the durability of digital documentation generate many 
fears about the future of archives. Despite the threats to this new doc-
umentary universe, this essay argues there are many potential futures 
for archives. In this transitional era from analog to digital, there is much 
to give us hope about the future for our documentary heritage. Given 
that documenting ourselves and our activities are essential aspects of 
our human nature, we can be sure that we will devise new ways of 
preserving our sources in a digital world. Archives will not disappear, 
nor will archivists, but they will be (have to be) different. Many of the 
current challenges are merely extensions of much older challenges, and 
history tells us that essential and varied archival materials will be pre-
served. However bleak they may sometimes see the future, archivists 
are needed now more than ever to engage with the issues related to 
an increasingly complicated documentary infrastructure. After all, we 
are not facing a documentary apocalypse, but just another challenging 
transitional era. And there are many reasons to be optimistic – gener-
ated from educating the next generation of archivists, successes in 
preserving records supported by a wide variety of technologies, and 
gaining new public support and understanding even if we need to be 





























































Digital Promises and Perils
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For the scholarly community is surely at a crossroads in considering 
the forms by which history is communicated within and beyond the 
academy. !e digital moment is no less pregnant with consequences 
for the survival of the interpreted past than was the transition from 
oral to written word in antiquity, and from written to print culture in 
the Renaissance. Whether we like it or not . . . we are unquestionably at 
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the beginning of the end of the long life of the paper-and-print history 
book. !e exigencies of economic austerity are likely to only hasten a 
process that is already under way. Print books will of course survive 
their eventual demise in the marketplace of knowledge, and mono-
graphs custom-printed from digital sources will doubtless endure as 
physical objects, perhaps even on library shelves. But in shorter order 
than the profession has yet taken in, most history will be consumed, 
especially beyond the academy, in digital forms: on interactive web-
sites; as uploadable "lms; from electronic museum sites, archives and 
libraries—a prospect toward which most university scholars seem (at 
best) cool, and to which we are taking precious few steps to acclimatize 
future generations of historians.12 
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 What Writing with a Word Processor opens to us is the world of writing and 
recordkeeping we used to live in, where there was a lot of paranoia caused by the 
technology. “When everything is written down on paper it can be found and re-
viewed and put to use on some other piece of paper,” Zinsser re#ects. “But when 
words are mere shadows of light in an electronic box they o$er no such security.”31 
!is notion has troubled archivists, of course, and much of their e$orts in recent 
decades have been focused on providing some sense of security in a digital age. 
!ese e$orts have transformed what archivists do or, at the least, what they want 
to do. If we are students of history, then we adopt a long view that provides some 
sort of reassurances. We have lived through other technological shi%s and survived 
them. If you close your eyes, you can still hear the sound of the electric typewriter,32 
(and I miss that) replaced in most o&ces by the electronic hum of desktop and por-
table computers (and the pinging of these devices at meetings when their owners 
forget—or refuse—to turn down the sound). While we now know that the printed 
book was less "xed than we ever thought,33 it is certainly extraordinarily more stable 
than anything we have now.
Transformations
It is not only the fear of loss driving archivists to wring their hands, but the worry 
about the transformation of encounters with archival sources. Indeed, reading in 
general as a discipline has become a major focus of scrutiny, generally in the con-
text of the fate of literature, print, and bookshops. Marjorie Garber recently wrote, 
“!e change in reading habits from public and collective to private, solitary read-
ing has been commented upon by many critics, and we have only to look at some 
of the latest technologies, like the iPad, the Nook, the Kindle, and the Sony Reader, 
to remember that there is no timeless and universal reading practice. Not only for 
those with photographic memories, who remember passages from their placement 
on the page, the typeface, and the quality of the paper, but, indeed for everyone who 
reads, sees, hears, or hears about a work of literature, the situation of the encounter 
is part of the reading experience.”34 !e same concerns apply to the access to and use 
of archives. Reading, for some, has become a lost art, replaced by Web browsing or 
worse, no reading at all. 
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Technologies and research agendas rapidly changed, and the research-
ers repeatedly tore the space apart and reorganized it, eliminated old 
uses, and took over areas for new uses as short-term necessity demand-
ed. !e process was much like that of fragmentation of disk space, and 
the interior quickly lost any semblance of architectural coherence. Even 
worse, some fundamental design assumptions became obsolete; the 
deep, arti"cially ventilated and lit interior spaces had been designed on 
the assumption that computers occupied "xed locations and required 
highly controlled environments, but the emergence of robust, portable, 
wireless laptops with screens bright enough for use in daylight changed 
all that. !e lesson was that detailed programs of architectural require-
ments—based on the immediate needs of the "rst occupants, and fre-
quently demanded by managers as a justi"cation for building and as a 
way of checking the architect’s work—do not provide a rational basis 
for planning a research building that will operate for many decades in a 
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Fi%y or a hundred years from now, we will have archival repositories and archivists 
tending to them. Archivists may be less custodians and more facilitators or guides, 
as what constitutes the documentary heritage will be mostly digital and held in sus-
tainable virtual repositories. Whether or not the majority of the analog documen-
tary heritage will have been digitized is questionable, given its scale and the issues 
of "nancial and other resources, but this may be the wrong issue to worry about. 
!ere will always be the need to preserve a large quantity of older documentary 
sources, textual and artifactural, needing to be consulted or examined physically. 
Archivists will be on hand, albeit virtually, to assist individuals needing access to ar-
chival sources. Occasionally these archivists may be called upon to guide someone 
in to examine a particular archival artifact, an old paper record, or to retrieve such 
a document for an exhibition. Bill Hayes, cra%ing his story of Henry Gray and his 
textbook on anatomy, re#ects on his search for evidence in this way: “Henry Gray is 
in a box somewhere, I keep telling myself. Somewhere he survives in a box of letters, 
personal papers, manuscripts, dra%s, page proofs (something), stashed away in a 
basement, a mislabeled carton, a forgotten storeroom, a locked drawer (someplace), 
just waiting to be discovered. But the box eludes me still. My many inquiries to li-
braries, universities, and medical societies have resulted only in the most politely 
worded series of Nos.”43 In the not too distant future, a researcher like Hayes will do 
much of this kind of search online, retrieving digital documents and "nding more 
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Ellen D. Swain in their introduction to a collection of essays on academic archives 
remind us: “If we are not careful, many of us may "nd ourselves to be the marginal-
ized keepers of idle curiosities. Worse, we may "nd ourselves to have been complicit 
in a failure to adequately preserve institutional memory and a complete record that 
























































story of archives and their signi"cance in the everyday life of society is one needing 
to be told. I"%60$$)(%5/0$%$/)8%4"7%0(*/-2-#$#%L'#$%,))4%$"%60@)%#'()%$/0$%$/)-(%#$"(8%
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